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STONE & THOMAS COLLECTION

TAPE 9

January 27, 1984
AN INTERVIEW WITH:
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TRANSCRIBED BY:

TYPED BY:

William B. Newcomb
Robert D. Sawrey

Dan Russo & Linda Holley

Sally M. Keaton

BS:

This is Bob Sawrey talking with Billy Newcomb today about the Stone &
Thomas, Anderson-Newcomb company.
That'll be the 9th tape.

Today's date is January 27th, 11983.

We are ready to talk I guess.

I think the, place for us to start, Billy, today is for you to discuss
this concept that you mentioned one time about Ston & Thomas having, a
distinct person, . • • I'm sorry, not Stone & Thomas, Anderson- Newcomb
having a distinct personality as a department store that clearly appealed
to your customers.
BN:

Well, I t seems remarkable to me that we have a sotre here in Huntington,
West Virginia that was, ah, so unusual when its compared with stores in
ohter cities , in Ohio and West Virginia.
that this was a local institution.
Guyandotte.
8th grade.

And what is more remarkable is

That my father, ah, ., grew1 ,up in

And, ah, was, ah, educated in the public schools up to the
And, yet he had the vision, ah, of a fine store after his

experience in, as a retail salesman in dry goods stores in Huntington.
His training there must have been very good .

I think that the men that

he worked with must have had, ah, high ideals so far as their business
conduct was concerned.

Ah, John Valentine apparently had, ah, somewhat

the same vision, although he, ah, did not measure up to my father, I do
not think he did, in, ah, total character.
alcohol for one thing.

Ah, he, he had a problem with

And, he was, ah, more inclined to fall back to

the old method of selling goods, at quoting a, a fictious price across
the counter to the custome~, and then leaning over and telling her that,
ah, he would let her have it a lower price.

That sort of thing.

Whereas

my father was inspired by John Wannamaker who, of course, was the man
who almost invented the department store.

And the idea that a department

store was, ah, in, set up to sell all kinds of merchandise, to sell at
many, ca, . . . in many cases at lower prices than other stores did, because
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of their volume.

and John Wannamaker also had the concept of one price

to everybody, no discounts, no, ah, special offerings or anything like
that.

He just had one price for every customer.

My father may have

been influenced, ah, by his visits to cincinnatti because he went,
he made trips to Cincinnatti frequently to buy merchandise for the
store and had to get into the better stores in Cincinnatti and they
probably gave him some, ah, inspiration.

Then, of course,. ah, the

partners went to New York in 1897 on their first trip.
my father made regular trips to New York.

And, thereafter,

Ah, as that, as I was a

child I, seem to me like he was there any time maybe, anywhere from
4 to 6 times a year purchasing merchandise.
the stores there, and got a concept.

And, naturally he visited

And, then when the business,

ah, changed hands and Mr. VaJentine sold his interest to the Anderson
family of Portsmouth.

Ah, he, my father was fortunate in the personality

of Charles N. Anderson who was the second member of the family to come
up here.

The, ah, ah, Eugene Anderson came first and he , and my father

could not get along with each other.
came.

So, a year later Charles Anderson

And they both had apparently had the same ideal of a well- run

business, soundly operated form the standpoint of financing and, ah,
a business that, ah, was set up to not only be attractive to customers
butr a good place for people to work.
of its times in several ways.

And the store was, ah, ahead

It was, I believe, the first store in

Huntington that gave its employees paid vacations in the summer and
that was early in the history of the business.

It had, ah, in the

building on third avenue it ahd, ah, better than average facilities.
First, of course, · business in Huntington to have an, retain, business
to have an elevator, which it needed of course in a three story building.
Ah, the, ah, ah, they had telephones, electricity, and so on.
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The

appointments of the building were unusual for the time.

And then,

a time went on they began equiping the building with the best fixtures
they could afford.

They also, ah, began featuring, ah, the best merchandise

that could be sold in Huntington.

And that was another ideal.

And

it's interesting that, in my experience witht he store, we, could never
get away with selling cheap merchandise.

If we bought something that

was too good for our customers we could always mark it down and move
it but if we bought something that was too cheap for our customers
it was very ahrd to move because we did not have a lower class of trade
we were dealing with upper, ah, bracket of customers.

Although we

had a lot of people from, ah, the middle class most of them, naturally,
were middle class customers.

But on the other hand we, ah, our appeal

was good merchandise, ah, reasonably priced and offered in an attractive
setting.

Now in my experience in, with the interstate dry goods syndicate,

which was an organization of department s,t ores in similar character
in West Virginia and Ohio.

I was brought into contact with stores,

ah, all the way up to Lake Erie, ah, ah, in Ohio and, ah, throughout
West Virginia.

And I visited most of those stores some, at some time,

ah, ah, during the time that we had this organization, it was a research
group really, we got together at a, twice a year at places like, . ah,
the Homestead in Hot Springs, Virginia, or the Greenbrier and, ah,
once or twice we went to the resorts in Pennsylvania for our meetings.
Then we would have meetings of, ah, buyers of different departments
in the stores so I got around and when I could see that a physical
set up of these stores and talk with the executives and the employees
I could see a big difference in the concept of the department store,
ah, compared with ours, ah, and, and they recognized it, the owners
of those businesses looked to us for leadership.

Of course the first

thing was that, ah, when Mr. Charles Anderson died in 1926 and my father
- 3 I

.

became Presiden

of the business, two nephews of Mr. Anderson were

already in the business, ah, W. B. Anderson, Jr. and John W. Long.
Fortunately, they were men of, ah, similar ideas about business, through
the management that they succeeded to. •• My. father retired from the
business in 1931 and they took over and ran the business, ah, after
that.

Their problem was of course that they ahd inherited the voting

rights to the stock of Mr. Charles Anderson which was the majority
interest in the business, ah, they did not inherit the income, that
went to Mr. Anderson's widow until her death and at her death, ah,
they recieved the, ah, full ownership of the business, of the stock.
During those years that Mrs. Anderson lived they were always under
the threat of course that if they made serious blunders, ah, she might,
ah, go to court and, ah, take the business away from them, or the management
of it away f ,rom them.

Ah, she was very, ah, upset when she learned

the terms of the will that, ah, because she, she ahd planned to run
the business when her husband died.

So they had that problem of having

to operate the business conservatively and of course then we went through
the depresion which was very hard on us.

But it's very interesting

that within, ah, toward the end of the depression, ah, we were back,
ah,, expanding the business that is building up the, ah, physical plant,
ah, we, ah, I think was in 1937 right after the flood plans were laid
for building, ah, an elevator tower to accomodate our passenger elevators
and that was a considerable investment but it was necessary in order
to get traffic up to the upper floors we had a very bad elevator setup,
with one elevator on the west side of the building and one on the
east side.

Then, ah, as time went on, the, ah, particularly after World

War II major imporvements were made in the main floor, we just tore
it apart, it looked like a mine for months while we were doing work
on lowering the ceiling and, ah, doing other things in the~e and then
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bought new fixtures for it and that was a continuous thing this thing
of improving the physical appearance of the business.

I think that,

ah, the management was always, ah, very much on the conservative side.
I've heard criticism that we could have been much more aggressive
in our merchandising and in our sale, sales efforts, you might say,
promotional efforts.

But, ah, the, ah, management chose the other

tact of running a fine store with, ah, good relations with its employees
and, ah, ah, a uniform, ah, policy in, ah, in reference to our custormers.

Ah, I, I can't quite describe the differences that exist between
the, our store and these other stores, except to tell you that if
you walked into the Anderson- Newcomb Company the department manager's,
all themen on duty are wearing nect ties and jackets.

Ah, if you

walked into Coyle and Richardson, that's spelled C-0-Y-L-E and Richardson
in Charleston, up on the upper floors the department manager might
approach you in, ah, in his shirt sleaves with a cigarette in his
mouth which is something you would never, would have seen in Huntington.
Ah, in, ah, some of the stores in Ohio, 1 ah, the, ah, general appearances
of places just could not be compared with, with our store.

Now, ah,

Dias Brothers, thats D-1-1-S in Parkersburg had a store that would
have been similar in its outlook toward the business.

It was a family

business, ah, all, all the principals in it were members of the Dils
family.

And our, but their physical plant was way below ours.

In, -

ah, Clarksburg it was Parsons Sounders, that's, ah, Sounders is spelled
S-0-U-D-E-R- s.

It had a ramshackle set up in its building I don't

know how many different levels of floors they ahd because they had
Apparently expanded into other buildings.
place to find the your way around in.

Ah, it was a very hard

And my contact with the executives

of that business always, ah, left me wandering how they ever survived.
- 5 -

Now that that store of course was bought by, Stone & Thomas and I have
not been in it since they have owned it.

I spoke of Coyle and Richardson

in Charleston, ah, that was a family business mostly in the Coyle
family after Mr. Richardson died.

And the management there, ah, just

gradually declined in its effectiveness as the different1generations,
ah, ah, Coyles came along.

They struggled toward the end to do something

like we had done, they spent a lot of money fixing their building
up and, ah, particular their main floor they did a beautiful job with.
But the business had to quit finally.

The, ah, competition between

the Diamond and the Stone & Thomas in Charleston, ah, was just too
much for them,

their location was part of their problem.

I ca, I

can't make any sharp comparisons exc, otherwise except to say that
the Anderson Brothers Store in Portsmouth, the store from which the
Anderson's who came to Huntingotn, came from, ah, was never, could
never meaure up to our business in, ah, its, ah, management or, ah, ,
appearance.

Ah, Mr. W. B. Anderson, Sr. and my father were very fond

of each other and I think he was, ah, ah, a man of, ah, fine character
but they just didn't seem to manage to have a store like ours.

When

you walked in there the difference was so sharp that you could hardly
believe it.
BS:

I think that just about ends my feeling of it.

Ah, how about Billy, if you discuss for me this business that led
to the sale of Stone & Thomas?

BN:

Well, Mr. W. B. Anderson after the death of John W. Long tried to
gather up all of the common stock of the business but Mrs. Long would
not selJ. her interest.

Now he ahd the major investment, I mean he,

he was, he ahd the majority interest that way he had control of the
business.

And he decided apparently that he had no successor, no

one in his family, ah, ah, was, ah, capable of taking the business
over if he would leave it to one or more members of his family, he
- 6 -

had nobody.

And I remember that he had a company make an analysis

of the business.

It was interesting, they made one analysis for the

IRS and one for a prospective buyer.

And it was, I, I didn't see

them, ah, except I heard points of them discussed, ah, that if you
looked at it from the standpoint of IRS you played down the value
of the business and i f you we,r e interested in selling it, ah, you
played it up.

Ah, there were rumors around Huntington for some time

that Hun, the store was going to be sold and, ah, mostly with, ah,
I'd say absolutely no foundation.

Was very commical on one occasion

ah, Mr. Anderson had an appointment with, ah, our architect from New
York and we were making some major changes in the physical part of
the business inside, redoing some floors and to give the architect
an idea of what our competition looked like he ushered the architect
around Hunting, the downtown business district and took him in to
se the other stores.

Well about the same time, ah, Mrs. Anderson

was having some back trouble and he was taking her to Columbus, ah,
for treatment.

So, ah, the word got out that Mr. Anderson was making

frequent visits to Columbus and ~as assumed that he was up there confering
with Lazarus.

Then right after that, this architect appears, a stranger

in the community and, ah, they are going over the town looking over
the competition.

So immediately, ah, people began, ah, coming into

the store telling our salespeople, "Do you know that, ah, Mr . Anderson's
about to sell the business to Lazarus and you know what that's going
to mean and so on."

Ah, similar rumors, ah, were afoot in connection

with Stone & Thomas.

Ah, Stone & Thomas had indicated they were interested

some yars before Mr. Anderson died.
ah, Wheeling, ah, L

&

And the~e was another store in,

S Goode, a department store that had been there

for a good long while, and they too were interested in buying the
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business.

I got into that in rather, ah, an odd way, ah, Mr. Anderson

had been in touch with the, they had been in touch with him, the two
yioung men who were running the business, ah, and Larry and Sidney
Goode.

And they were telling him what a wonderful job they were doing

in their drapery department so I was asked when, after our, ah, one
of our meetings at Hot Springs to drive up to Wheeling and look the
store over and see, ah, if they were really doing something unusual.
So I visited the store, well when I got home, ah, to make my report,
my report was, ah, they don't have anything extra ordinary up there,
they'e, they're very promotionally minded but their real objective
is to buy the Anderson Newcom company.

So in due coarse Sidney Goode

came down and laid the propostion before Mr. Anderson and it was just
ridiculous, he was going t o b uy it wit h 1 . S., 1 & S. Goo d e, a,
h stock_
no cash and Mr. Anderson wasn't about to get into that boat.
fell apart.

So that

Apparently then Mr. Anderson concluded that, ah, at his

death the business had to be sold and he, ah, in his will the First
Huntington National Bank was, ah, given instructions to sell the business.
Ah, I don't know whether he indicated, ah, that he favored Stone &
Thomas but most of us feel that it was fortunate that they took the
business than, ah, s, perhaps some other buyers that might been around,
or it might have been sold to some company that really was goin, would
run it in the ground within a few years, ah, exploit it and throw
it on the junk heap.
BS:

I wonder, how long of a period was it, Billy, between Mr. Anderson's
death and the sale, and was that the negotiation which they all handled
by the bank, the bank officials?

BN:

Yes, it was very short, ah, he died, seem me like he died in March
of 1970 and seem me li . . . I believe the business was sold that
- 8 -

very year.

Was his . • . it was quick.

And they were the only

contenders for the business apparently, ah, some of the, ah, men in the
business, ah, department managers ,! ,ah, . thought maybe they could buy
it but they di . . .

they couldn't raise the capital to do it.

Ah,

so it went to Stone & Thomas.
BS:

How many of the managers or department heads stayed with the business
and how many did Stone & Thomas bring in?

BN:

It's a little hard to put your finger on that, ah, Larry Tippit, ah,
of course remained and John Anderson was moved up to the president of
the business for a year or so, till he retired, ah, then Larry Tippit
became President.

He, he was the controller, and then, now with two

men who were with the business are actually running the store in Huntington.
And Custer Mayner and, ah, Culley Stewart were both with the business,
ah, Custer Mayner left the store for a while then came back to Stone

& Thomas when we was with them in Clarksburg and Buccanan, and then
he was moved to Huntington.

The, there are some women in the business,

ah, who were, ah, there then who are, ah, re.

• ah, one of them moved

up to department manager .status and, ah, some, ah, people who were in
the management are still there.

And, and in fact, ah, the, we were

told that for 2 or 3 years the business ran about just as it had.

The

buyers went to the market, the, ah, ah, people, ah, in the business
hardly felt the Stone & Thomas influence.

the, ah,_ Stone & Thomas began,

were expanding their business and going to what we call central buying
for, ah, the different departments and with that change, ah, was a marked
change in, ah, the buying of merchandise and promotion and so on because
they began organizing the state wide promotional efforts and I don't
know how they move their merchandise around they have, ah, a warehouse
i, ah, Nitro, I believe it is where they, ah, receive all the merchandise
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and it's ~arked there and then brought down to the store
How it's, how they account

in Huntington at, at the Mall.
for all of it,

I have no idea because it must be a big

job.
BS:

You think they kept on local people for lack of another
option, or was it a conscious decision

(where I recollect

your program I guess) a concious decision that there are
the people who know the community,

they know how the business

was run, let's utilize their talents.
BN:

I

think that was their aim and they were very complementary

about the,

the Anderson Newcomb Company.

In fact, Mr.

Robin, who's now president, ah, has in my presence that
this is the, ah,

crown jewel of their whole organization.

They put the Huntington Store ahead of Wheeling in it's
quality.

And they were really, ah,

surprised at the discrete

decor that we had in the Huntington Store.

They were pleased

with the operation there and with the people in it.
ah,

So,

I don't believe there was any disposition to upset

that.

But, of course, as time moved on, ah, people retired ,:

from the business, ah, when they would reach age 65 and
they had to make changes.

Then they, ah,

changed their

own organizational set up so that a lot of the functions
that had been handled in the local store were handled elsewhere,
ah,

just as, ah,

computer and,

ah,

their,

their, ah, accounting is all on

centralized I believe in Wheeling.

And

when a saleswomen rings up a sale in Huntington on the
cash register it's immediately registered, ah,
in Wheeling and on on computers.
their change of,

ah,

tactics,
-

recorded

So, ah, you can understand

ah, made it necessary to,
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ah, make changes in personnel.
you who's who down there now,

So they have,
I, ah,

I

can't tell

there's so many people

been move, moving in and out that I can't keep up with
it.
BS:

Could you talk for just a couple m~nutes about Mr. Meyner
and Mr.

Stewart, you worked with both those men?

BN:

Yes.

BS:

And they are both Huntington natives?

BN:

Well, Custer Mayner is a native of West
and he,

Virginia, ah,

ah, went to Marshall and worked at the store a

good many years as a buyer on the main floor then he,

ah,

left the business before the business was sold and went
to California and was in, ah,
I believe.

ran a consulting business

And he came back to West Virginia and set upa

similar business here in Huntington, and then he gave that
up and went with Stone & Thomas.
young man.

Well,

He's, he's a very capable

during World War II, he was a,

a pilot

in the Air Force and apparently a very good one.
Stewart was born in Huntington.
side 2)

Ah,

Cully

(end of side 1 - begin

. . . out of a retail store in Bluefi~ld as I

recall and he came to Huntington and worked, ah,

for Larry

Glick in a men's clothing store as a salesman and was extremely
successful.

Then he came to the,

our company and,

ah,

took over the downstairs store which is th~ popular price
ready-to - wear and so on,

and did very wll with it, he was

a good man on that job.

That was where he was,

when the Stone & Thomas sale was made.

I recall,

And, and since

then they have, ah, moved him right along in, ah, respon-

-
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sibilities.
BS:

He is a very ·capable person.

Okay, I think that more or less brings to about the end of our discussion.
I sthere anything else that you think you want to say boaut the history
of the business that is significant or anything of that nature Billy?

BN:

I don't know whether I have said this before, the era in which the
Anderson Newcomb company prospered was of course, ah, an era when the
similar things, ah, stores of similar character were springing up all
over the United States.

The department store was in its accendancy,

it was the place to go it was before the shopping centers come along
and you had, we liked to compare ourselves with, ah, B. Altman in New
York and Marshall Field in Chicago.

We, ah, like to think that we

belong to that class of store in so far as Huntington would support
it, naturally we were always limited by what Huntington could support.
And we were also limited by Huntington's, ah, wealth.
Huntington prospered, our business prospered.
times, naturally we suffered.

Uh, if, ah,

If Huntington had hard

And Huntingon didn't grow much after

19, • • . after the 1920s, there was an enormous growth between 1910
and 1920 and then things began to level off.

So we were always limited

by the growth of the community in what we could do.

The idea of the

department store was that you were under one roof, you were offering
a great variety of merchandise, credit to customers, you had, ah, ah,
a general, ah, attitude toward the, your customers of doing a good
job of, of a supplying their needs.

And my father used to say that

he felt that something that was worth a lot more than advertising was
to develop in your customer the feeling that if she was in the market
for something she'd give you a chance, she would come in and see what
you had before she purchased.
the business.

He said that was the strong point in

And I believe that prevailed, ah, pretty well over the,
- 12 -

ah, nation, ah, in relation the department stores.
higher grade department stores.

Particularly the

Then, , as time went on, these department

stores became affiliated in big chains and they began to loose their
individual character.

Ah, I was startled I hadn't been in H & S Pogue

in Cincinnatti for a gooci many years until about 12 years ago,, my wife
and I went down there.

And we went to Cincinnati for antoher reason

and it was the first time I had a chance to really shop the stores
there.

And the difference in H

&

and 30s was just startling to me.

S Pogue compared with, ah, the 20s
Ah, it would, it looked junky compared

with what it had as it had impressed me earlier and I, I find that
wherever I go now the big problem is that when you go from one community
to another and visit these big shopping malls you see the same merchandise
everywhere and the same companies, and the department stores, in my
opinion, have, ah, lsot their distinctive character.

But it's no longer

possible for, ah,k a small operator to start as this business did,
ahk, and grow like it did.

I, I'm just looking here at the, ah, financial

report as of February 7, 1899, now remind you that this was just 4
years after my father joined the business, it was bankrupt, and he
put $2,000 into it of borrowed money.

And the, it appearing from the

statement furnished the meeting by the secretary that the net earning
for the year January 31, 1898 to January 31, 1899 were $6500.95.

And,

ah, if I've, I read on into 1901 they were increasing the capitol in
that business tremendously, in fact, ah, in this same meeting they,
ah, declared a special dividned of 30% on the capitol stoce and then
down below they, ah, declared a 12% dividend, regular dividend, of
12%.
more.

And a year or so later they were increasing the, ah, stock still
And applying money back in that fast.
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It's incredible the way

BS:

Okay, I thank you very, very much for all your help

BN:

You're welcome.

BS:

I hope that when I continue talkang with some of the managers of Stone

& Thomas we can do something with this someday not too. long in the
distant future.
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